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How Policy and Demographics Are Reshaping SNAP: 
From Families with Children to Older Adults
Angela Rachidi                                                            � April 2026

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) has grown substantially since the turn of 
the century, providing food assistance to more than 40  million individuals per month in recent 
years. Using data from the SNAP Quality Control dataset, I analyzed changes in SNAP households 
and participants from fiscal year (FY) 2000 through FY2023. The overall growth in participation has 
dramatically changed the types of households receiving SNAP, with a shift in participation toward 
households with older adults and with one person and away from households with children. 
These dynamics reflect not only demographic changes, such as population aging, but also 
differences in SNAP policies for households with elderly and disabled members compared with 
other households.

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP), formerly known as the Food Stamp Program, 
has grown substantially since the turn of the century. 
Federal data show that over the past 25  years, the 
number of SNAP participants has more than doubled— 
from about 17 million to over 42 million—while inflation- 
adjusted total benefit costs have tripled (FNS 2026a). 
Even after considering population growth, SNAP par-
ticipation has doubled, rising from roughly 6  percent 
of the population in 2000 to about 12 percent in 2025 
(ERS 2025).

However, SNAP’s growth has not been uniform. 
Over time, demographic trends and policy choices 
have shifted the caseload’s composition toward older 
adults and single-person households and away from 
households with children. By fiscal year (FY) 2023 
(the most recent year with available data), 36 percent 

of SNAP households contained an elderly person (up 
from 16 percent in FY2010) and only 34 percent con-
tained children (down from 49  percent in FY2010) 
(Monkovic and Ward 2025, 81, table A.27). This report 
examines those and other changes, explains policy 
rules contributing to these shifts, and considers future 
policy reforms to slow SNAP’s growth, including ways 
to build on recent changes enacted through the One 
Big Beautiful Bill Act (OBBBA).

Trends in Overall Participation and Costs

Since the turn of the century, SNAP participation and 
costs have grown substantially per capita, with some 
variation over the business cycle (Figure 1). This trend has 
raised some policymakers’ concerns about the growth of 
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federal programs and rising expenditures (Committee 
on Agriculture n.d.). Comparing FY2000 with FY2025, 
the share of the population receiving SNAP doubled 
from 6 percent to 12 percent, while real SNAP costs per 
capita increased by 179  percent—from roughly $100 
per year to $279 (in 2024 dollars). Despite this growth, 
per capita participation and costs in FY2025 remained 
below their pre-pandemic peak in 2013, which coincided 
with the aftermath of the Great Recession and changes 
in eligibility and other policies stemming from the 2008 
Farm Bill (Aussenberg  2008).

SNAP benefit costs generally track growth in pro-
gram participation because, until recently, SNAP ben-
efit levels adjusted only for food price inflation each 
year. A notable divergence happened in FY2020, when  
costs rose far more rapidly than participation. This was 
driven largely by relief efforts related to the COVID-19 
pandemic and a onetime permanent increase of the 
maximum benefit level. SNAP benefit amounts typically 
phase out from a maximum level based on household 
size and the availability of other household income. 

However, in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
Congress authorized emergency allotments that pro-
vided all SNAP households with the maximum benefit 
regardless of income while increasing the maximum 
benefit temporarily through September 2021 (Aussen-
berg et al. 2023).

Although these measures had expired by October 
2021, the US Department of Agriculture (USDA) under 
President Joe Biden permanently increased SNAP 
benefit levels by 21  percent for the average refer-
ence family through reevaluating the Thrifty Food Plan 
in FY2022—an increase implemented in addition to 
the standard annual inflation adjustment (FNS 2021). 
(Notably, the OBBBA returned the Thrifty Food Plan’s 
reevaluation to the prior precedent of cost neutral-
ity, preventing future administrations from administra-
tively increasing SNAP benefit levels by more than the 
inflation rate, but it did not reverse the FY2022 maxi-
mum benefit increase.) This onetime, permanent action 
explains the persistently high cost per capita after the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Figure 1. Growth in SNAP Participation and Costs per Capita, FY2000–25

Source: FNS (2026b); NBER (n.d.); and US Census Bureau (n.d.-b).
Note: Costs per capita are calculated by dividing the cost of each participant by the entire US population (rather than by the population 
receiving SNAP). Shaded areas reflect recessions.
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SNAP is countercyclical, meaning that all else equal, 
the number of people receiving SNAP should rise during 
recessions because of increased unemployment and 
decline as the economy recovers. While this relationship 
has held to some extent since 2000, overall SNAP partic-
ipation has grown faster than changes in the unemploy-
ment rate alone would predict (Rachidi and O’Rourke 
2025). Over the long run, and especially since FY2020 
(due to the Thrifty Food Plan’s increase in the maximum 
SNAP benefit), costs per capita have not returned to pre-
recession levels after a period of high unemployment.  
A range of factors explain this divergence, including 
rising participation rates among eligible households, 
especially with elderly members, and eligibility expan-
sions (Cunnyngham 2025; Rachidi and O’Rourke 2025).

Trends in Household Composition: 
Households with Children, Non-Elderly 
Adults, and the Elderly

SNAP eligibility and benefit levels are determined at 
the household level, which makes assessing changes 

in SNAP households useful. By far the largest compo-
sitional trend over the past 25 years is a shift in partici-
pation toward households with elderly individuals and 
away from households with children. (SNAP defines 
“elderly” as age 60 or older, a convention I follow in this 
report.) This shift coincides with an increasing share of 
SNAP households comprising one person. In FY2023, 
the share of SNAP households containing an elderly 
person (36  percent) exceeded the share containing 
a child (34 percent) for the first time. This was a sharp 
departure from the early 2000s, when more than half 
of SNAP households contained a child and less than 
20 percent included an elderly person (Figure 2).

Participant Trends: Children, 
Non-Elderly Adults, and the Elderly

Examining changes at the participant level, not only at 
the household level, is another way to assess who SNAP 
serves and how that population has shifted over time. In 
FY2000, children outnumbered non-elderly adults par-
ticipating in SNAP, but by FY2023, non-elderly adults 

Figure 2. Changing Dynamics of SNAP Households, FY2000–23

Source: Author’s calculations using data from Monkovic and Ward (2025), 81, table A.27.
Note: The groups depicted are not mutually exclusive.
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had become the more common type of recipient. 
Similarly, although fewer elderly adults than children 
and non-elderly adults participate in SNAP, this gap 
has narrowed—particularly between 2010 and 2023 
(Figure 3). Between FY2000 and FY2023, the number 
of SNAP recipients increased fourfold among elderly 
adults while only doubling among children.

These changes affected the composition of SNAP 
participants. Between FY2000 and FY2023, the share of 
SNAP participants dropped by more than 10 percentage 
points (from 51 percent to 39 percent) among children 
while increasing by 10 percentage points (from 10 percent 
to 20 percent) among elderly adults (Figure 4).

General population aging contributes to these 
trends. However, even when considering population 
changes, the ratio of SNAP participants to popula-
tion has steadily increased for adults age 60 and older 
since FY2000, while decreasing in recent years among 
non-elderly adults and children. (These ratios reflect 
the share of each population group—i.e., children, 
non-elderly adults, and elderly adults—receiving SNAP.) 
In FY2023, this ratio reached 9.7 percent among elderly 
adults, surpassing the ratio for adults under age  60 
(9.1 percent) for the first time. The trend among children 

stands in contrast. After peaking in FY2013, the ratio 
of SNAP participants to population declined steadily 
among children while continuing to rise among elderly 
individuals (Figure 5).

Within the elderly population, the strongest relative 
growth has been among those age  60–69. Among 
adult SNAP participants, the share age 60–69 rose from 
about 10 percent in FY2000 to 18 percent in FY2023 
(Figure 6). By FY2023, 33  percent of adult SNAP par-
ticipants were age  60 or older, compared with only 
21 percent in FY2000. Importantly, the shift in caseload 
composition by age was most dramatic after FY2010—
four years after the oldest baby boomers turned 60. 
Although the population’s overall aging largely explains 
this pattern, the Great Recession’s aftermath and policy 
choices that treat SNAP households with elderly people 
differently from households with work-capable adults—
the latter of which I discuss in more detail below— 
likely played a role.

As SNAP adults have aged, a sizable shift toward 
single-person SNAP households has occurred. For 
instance, in FY2000, 43 percent of SNAP households 
included only one person; by FY2023, 59 percent did. 
This trend toward single-person households reflects 

Data and Methodology

The data in this report on overall participation and costs come from the USDA Food and Nutrition 
Service, and FY2025 is the most recent full year with available data on participation and costs. 
All other figures use data from the USDA Food and Nutrition Service’s publicly available Quality 
Control dataset for FY2000 through FY2023 (the most recent year with available data). SNAP 
Quality Control data include a nationally representative sample of SNAP cases across the 50 states 
for the purpose of assessing payment accuracy. In a typical year, the dataset includes approximately 
50,000 SNAP cases. Because the Quality Control dataset is used to assess payment accuracy, it 
contains administrative data collected by state agencies for determining SNAP eligibility, including 
household composition, income, age, work, and disability status for all recipients in a SNAP 
household. The Food and Nutrition Service produces an annual report using SNAP Quality Control 
data to summarize the characteristics of SNAP households. The figures in this report use data 
directly from the Food and Nutrition Service characteristics report when they are available. When 
the data are not available by the subgroups of interest from that report the figures reflect the author’s 
calculations using the raw Quality Control data. Per capita figures reflect program enrollment and 
costs calculated using the total US population rather than SNAP participants only.
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Figure 3. Changes in the Number of SNAP Participants: Children, Non-Elderly Adults, and the Elderly, 
FY2000–23

Source: Author’s calculations using data from FNS (n.d.).
Note: The groups depicted are mutually exclusive.
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Figure 4. Changes in the Share of SNAP Participants, by Age Category, FY2000–23

Source: Author’s calculations using data from FNS (n.d.).
Note: The groups depicted are mutually exclusive.
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Figure 5. Changes in the Ratio of SNAP Participants to US Population for Children, Non-Elderly Adults, 
and Elderly Adults, FY2000–23

Source: Author’s calculations using data from FNS (n.d.).
Note: The groups depicted are mutually exclusive.
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Figure 6. Relative Changes in the Composition of SNAP Adult Participants by Age, FY2000–23

Source: Author’s calculations using data from FNS (n.d.).

FY2000

FY2020

FY2010

FY2022

FY2018

FY2016

FY2014

FY2012

FY2008

FY2006

FY2004

FY2002
0

100

80

60

40

20Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 o

f S
N

A
P 

A
du

lts

18–2918–2918–29

30–39

40–49

50–59

60–69

70–79

A
ge of SN

A
P A

dults

18%
10%

80 Plus



AEI CENTER ON OPPORTUNITY AND SOCIAL MOBILITY 7

a broader US trend toward people living alone, but the 
change was substantially higher among SNAP house-
holds than among the whole US population (Figure 7).1

Mirroring the shift toward older adults in the total 
SNAP population, the share of single-person SNAP 
households has shifted older over time. In FY2000, 
approximately 40 percent of single-person SNAP cases 
were over age 60, decreasing to 28 percent by FY2010. 
However, by 2023, the share over age 60 increased to 
47 percent (Figure 8).

Why This Shift?

While SNAP remains an important resource for all 
low-income household types, today’s program is just as 
likely to serve households with an elderly person as it is 

1 According to US Census data, approximately 25 percent of US households contained one person in 2000, rising to 29 percent by 2025. 
Among SNAP households, 43 percent contained one person in 2000, compared with 59 percent in 2023 (FNS n.d.; US Census Bureau n.d.-a).

2 According to the US Census Bureau’s official poverty measure, which is a close approximation of SNAP eligibility, the official child poverty 
rate declined from a peak of 22.0 percent in 2010 to 15.3 percent in 2023. The official poverty rate for the elderly (defined as those age 65 and 
above) peaked in 2013 at 10.2 percent and declined to only 9.7 percent by 2023 (Shrider 2024).

to serve households with children. Moreover, the pro-
gram is far more likely to serve single-person households 
(which composed 60 percent of all SNAP households in 
2023) than to serve households with one or more chil-
dren (which included 34  percent of all SNAP house-
holds in 2023). This is a sharp departure from the SNAP 
caseload’s composition in 2000. It contrasts especially 
with the caseload in 2010, when the majority of SNAP 
households contained at least one child and fewer than 
20 percent included an elderly person (Figure 2).

This trend largely reflects an aging US population, 
an increase in single-person living arrangements, and 
declining official poverty rates among children since 
2010—gains the elderly population has not similarly 
experienced.2 However, even when considering pop-
ulation changes, the ratio of SNAP participants to pop-
ulation for the elderly has steadily increased since 

Figure 7. One-Person SNAP Households and Total One-Person Households, FY2000–23

Source: Author’s calculations using data from FNS (n.d.); and US Census Bureau (n.d.-a).
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FY2000—now surpassing the ratio for non-elderly 
adults—and narrowed the gap with children. The share 
of the population receiving SNAP across each age 
category has increased overall since 2000, but since 
FY2010, it has decreased by nearly 5 percentage points 
for children while increasing by the same amount for the 
elderly (Figure 5).

The growing share of SNAP households with elderly 
individuals also reflects evolving policy choices over 
the past 25 years. As the general population has aged, 
the implications of SNAP policies toward the elderly 
have extended to a larger share of adults. Currently, 
SNAP treats households with elderly (or disabled) 
individuals differently from those without in several 
ways. The three most consequential differences involve  
(1) uncapped deductions for certain expenses (such as 
medical care and housing) from income when deter-
mining SNAP eligibility for elderly or disabled house-
holds, which are capped or unavailable for non-elderly 

3 SNAP’s work requirements for adults who are able-bodied and do not have dependent children were recently expanded to those age 60–64 
through OBBBA, passed in July 2025.

households; (2) longer SNAP recertification periods for 
elderly or disabled households, which can range from 
two to three years, compared with one year or less for 
other households; and (3) no work requirements.3 These 
policy differences mean households with an elderly or 
disabled person qualify for SNAP at higher gross income 
levels and can receive a higher SNAP benefit than 
non-elderly or nondisabled households with the same 
gross income, with no requirement for employment or 
job seeking. With rising housing (McCarty et al. 2025) 
and medical costs (Cox et al. 2025) in recent years, as 
well as changing expectations around working at older 
ages, these policy differences have likely become more 
important over time.

Table 1 summarizes the differences in how elderly and 
disabled households are treated compared with other 
households when considering SNAP eligibility. Notably, 
although the rules are the same for households with a 
disabled person as for those with an elderly person, the 

Figure 8. Share of Single-Person SNAP Units by Age, FY2000–23

Source: Author’s calculations using data from FNS (n.d.).
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former have not increased as a share of all SNAP house-
holds at the same rate as the latter. The share of the US 
population reporting a disability has increased only 
slightly over the past decade, likely explaining in part this 
trend.4 However, as the population continues to age, it 
remains important to consider how program rules affect 
this growing share of the population differently from 
other households.

Five policy rules for elderly and disabled households 
stand out:

1.	 They are not subject to the gross income test. 
(They have only a net income eligibility limit of 
100 percent of the federal poverty level.)

2.	 They can receive unlimited out-of-pocket medical 
expense deductions.

3.	 They have uncapped excess shelter deductions.

4.	 They have longer recertification periods.

5.	 As of July 2025, able-bodied adults without 
dependent children (ABAWDs) age 65 and older 
have no work requirement.

Essentially, elderly individuals who have high medi-
cal and shelter expenses are eligible for SNAP regard-
less of relatively high gross income, which can be 
above the gross income limit for households without 
an elderly person. Furthermore, once a household 
with an elderly individual is determined SNAP eligi-
ble, it likely does not have to recertify its eligibility for 
two to three years, even when its income or expenses 
change. SNAP rules also specify that eligibility is based 
on the income and expenses of only those household 
members who purchase and prepare meals together. 
This means that if an elderly individual is living with 
other adults but they do not claim to purchase and 
prepare meals together, the other adults’ income 
is not considered in determining the household’s  
SNAP eligibility.

4 According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 24 percent of adults reported a disability in 2016, compared with 28.7 per-
cent in 2022 (the year with the most recent available data from the Disability and Health Data System). See DHDD (n.d.).

5 According to Monkovic and Ward (2025, 67, table A.14), 7,060,000 SNAP households contain an elderly individual, and 5,052,000 
(72 percent) of those have Social Security income. Table A.15 reflects that the average certification period for households with an elderly indi-
vidual is 25.5 months.

Nearly three in four SNAP households with an elderly 
member receive Social Security income, and the aver-
age certification period for households with an elderly 
individual is just over two  years (Monkovic and Ward 
2025).5 When gross income is combined with allowable 
deductions, all these SNAP households would have net 
income below 100 percent of the federal poverty level, 
since they qualify for SNAP. Essentially, this reflects a 
combination of relatively modest Social Security income 
and high expenses—most commonly out-of-pocket 
medical costs and shelter expenses—leaving insufficient 
resources to meet basic food needs.

To illustrate this point: SNAP program data show 
that the average monthly out-of-pocket medical 
expense deduction for households with an elderly indi-
vidual was $25 in FY2023, compared with only $2 for 
households with children. (Medical expense deduc-
tions are not allowed for non-elderly households, so 
this reflects the average among households with both 
elderly individuals and children.) The average excess 
shelter deduction was $449 for households with an 
elderly individual and $346 for households with chil-
dren (Monkovic and Ward 2025, 72, table A.18). While 
the topic is beyond the scope of this report, further 
analysis is needed to better understand the relative 
contributions of changes in Social Security income, 
medical expenses, and shelter costs to the rising share 
of elderly households eligible for and receiving SNAP.

What is clear is that households with an elderly indi-
vidual qualify for SNAP at higher gross income levels 
and receive larger income deductions than do house-
holds without an elderly or disabled member. This 
reflects a policy choice recognizing that the elderly 
may face higher expenses than the non-elderly. How-
ever, the availability of large income deductions for 
households with an elderly member means that, when 
SNAP benefits are added to net income, elderly house-
holds participating in SNAP likely have more total 
resources available to them than do households with 
non-elderly adults or children.

Figure  9 confirms this pattern. Net income rep-
resents the resources available to a household after 
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Table 1. Current SNAP Rules for Elderly or Disabled Households vs. Other Households

Source: Author’s summary based on FNS (2025b).
Note: * Adjusted income equals gross income minus other allowable deductions. Elderly households also have higher asset limits in statute; 
however, with broad-based categorical eligibility, asset tests have been eliminated in 41 states for all SNAP households. See FNS (2025a). 
The ABAWD work requirement specifies that individuals who are able-bodied and without dependent children can receive SNAP for only 
three months in a 36-month period unless they work or participate in a work activity for 20 hours per week on average.

Elderly or Disabled Household Non-Elderly and Non-Disabled Household

Definition A household with at least one 
member who is age 60 or over or 
disabled and that purchases and 
prepares meals together

A household with no members who are 
age 60 and over and no disabled members 
and that purchases and prepares meals 
together

Same Rules for Both

Net Income Test Net income (gross income minus deductions) must be below 100 percent of the federal 
poverty level.

Earned Income Deduction 
(20 Percent)

Yes

Standard Deduction Yes, depending on the household’s size

Dependent Care Deduction Yes, for qualified dependent care expenses

Homeless Shelter Deduction Yes

Different Rules for Each

Elderly or Disabled Household Non-Elderly and Non-Disabled Household

Asset Limit $4,250 total, covering most asset 
categories, although 38 states use 
broad-based categorical eligibility to 
eliminate asset tests altogether*

$2,750 total, covering most asset 
categories, although 38 states use broad-
based categorical eligibility to eliminate 
asset tests altogether

Gross Income Test None Gross income must be below 130 percent of 
the federal poverty level (or up to 200 percent 
if the state uses broad-based categorical 
eligibility).

Medical Expense Deduction Yes, for allowable medical costs over 
$35 per month that have not been 
reimbursed, with no cap

Not allowed

Excess Shelter Deduction Households can deduct shelter costs 
of over 50 percent of their adjusted 
income, with no cap.*

Households can deduct shelter costs of over 
50 percent of their adjusted income, up to a 
cap ($744 per month in FY2026, with some 
regional variation).*

Recertification Periods Typically every two to three years, 
depending on income sources

Typically every six to 12 months, with some 
flexibility by state

Work Requirement There is no general work requirement 
for those age 55 and older, and  
before July 2025, there was no 
ABAWD work requirement for this 
age group. After OBBBA’s passage in 
July 2025, the ABAWD requirement 
extended to age 64. Exceptions  
remain for those disabled or medically 
unable to work.   

The general work requirement applies. 
Before July 2025, the ABAWD work 
requirement applied to those age 18–54. 
OBBBA increased the ABAWD age to 64. 
Exceptions remain for those disabled or 
medically unable to work.
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considering allowable expenses. When average net 
income is combined with average SNAP benefits per 
person (in 2023 dollars), households with an elderly 
individual have more total resources than other SNAP 
households have. This pattern of more total resources 
in elderly SNAP households than in other SNAP house-
holds has remained consistent over time: Average net 
income (adjusted for inflation) plus SNAP benefits per 
person has been relatively stable across household 
types since FY2000.

Why Might This Contribute to a Shift 
Toward Elderly Adults’ Participation?

Alongside a generally aging population, these policies  
likely moved SNAP toward serving a larger share of 
elderly households in several ways. One involves out-
reach and awareness. Throughout the 2000s and 2010s,  
the USDA’s Food and Nutrition Service—the federal  

agency that oversees SNAP—allowed waivers and 
demonstration projects aimed at increasing elderly 
adults’ access to SNAP. A review in 2020 found that 
a sizable share of states had implemented a targeted  
intervention to increase the elderly population’s access 
to SNAP (Levin et al. 2020, 13, exhibit I-3). A 2020 study 
found that of five selected interventions, those to 
increase awareness and extend recertification periods 
for the elderly ultimately increased SNAP elderly case-
loads (Levin et al. 2020).

As awareness increased, elderly households likely 
understood they were eligible for SNAP at higher gross 
incomes than other households. Similarly, the elderly 
likely became more aware of the availability of income 
deductions, including that high out-of-pocket medical 
expenses and excess shelter costs could make them 
SNAP eligible even when their gross income was above 
the statutory limit.

Another factor is likely the value of the benefit 
itself. The average SNAP benefit per person in elderly 

Figure 9. Average Net Monthly Income Plus SNAP Benefits per Person, FY2000–23

Source: Author’s calculations using data from FNS (n.d.).
Note: The average net income by household type was added to the average SNAP benefit by household type, adjusted for household size. 
Net income equals gross income minus allowable deductions.
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households has increased by 160  percent over time, 
even after adjusting for inflation (FNS n.d.; author’s 
calculations).6 Importantly, because certain expense 
deductions are uncapped for elderly and disabled 
households, these households receive a SNAP benefit 
increase as their expenses increase, unlike non-elderly 
households, which face capped expense deductions. 
Research suggests that increasing the benefit’s real 
value leads to higher participation (Li and Çakır 2024).

Additionally, because the certification period aver-
ages more than two years for households with an elderly 
person (compared with 10 months for households with 
a child) (Monkovic and Ward 2025, 68, table A.15), 
elderly households remain on SNAP longer than do 
other households even when their income rises, boost-
ing their relative share of the SNAP caseload.

Policy Considerations

SNAP is the largest it has ever been in terms of absolute 
participants and expenditures per capita. In FY2025, 
annual federal SNAP expenditures topped $279 per US 
resident (Figure 1) and $2,260 per participant (adjusted 
to 2024 dollars) as total SNAP expenditures remained 
near $100 billion per year. More than 42 million individ-
uals received SNAP in the average month in FY2025, 
and, when considering population growth, participation 
was near a record high, with 12 percent of the popula-
tion receiving SNAP that year. The total share of the US 
population receiving SNAP has doubled since FY2000 
(from 6 percent to 12 percent), and real benefit costs 
have tripled (from $28  billion to $95  billion in 2024 
dollars). These trends raise questions about SNAP’s 
long-term trajectory and size, including whether this 
growth is sustainable given the United States’ current 
fiscal situation.

In absolute numbers, SNAP growth since the turn 
of the century has occurred across various house-
hold types, but the strongest relative growth has been 
among households with elderly adults and with one 

6 The average SNAP benefit adjusted by household size for households with an elderly individual was $81.67 in FY2000, compared with 
$162.73 in FY2023 (both in 2023 dollars), based on the author’s calculations using SNAP Quality Control data from FNS and Mathematica 
(n.d.).

7 One Big Beautiful Bill Act, Pub. L. No. 119-21 (2025).

8 For a summary of OBBBA’s changes to SNAP and the Congressional Budget Office’s estimates, see Aussenberg (2025).

person, while households with children have declined 
as a share of total SNAP households over time. Today, 
SNAP households with an elderly member outnumber 
those with children. Policies aimed at properly target-
ing future SNAP growth must therefore confront the 
reality of population aging and past policy choices that 
have allowed elderly households to qualify for SNAP at 
higher gross income levels, resulting in elderly house-
holds having more resources when SNAP benefits are 
counted than do non-elderly households, including 
those with children.

These trends raise difficult questions about future 
SNAP reforms. Congress recently enacted changes 
through OBBBA to partly address concerns about 
SNAP’s growth and long-term trajectory.7 The Congres-
sional Budget Office estimated that OBBBA would 
reduce SNAP spending by approximately $18.7  billion 
per year on average over the next decade and reduce 
participation by about 2.4 million people in the average 
month (roughly 5  percent), primarily due to changes 
in work requirements.8 Notably, only one provision in 
OBBBA directly affected what the program considers 
elderly individuals: the expansion of the work require-
ment to adults age 60–64.

If Congress seeks to slow SNAP’s growth further, 
it may need to reconsider how the program defines 
and treats elderly households, not only in the context 
of work requirements. For example, Congress should 
consider increasing the age at which the SNAP pro-
gram classifies individuals as elderly for eligibility pur-
poses, similarly to how OBBBA raised the age threshold 
for work requirements to 64. Alternatively, Congress 
could consider matching the definition of “elderly” for 
SNAP-eligibility purposes to how the Social Security 
administration defines the “full retirement age,” which 
is 67 for those born after 1960.

Policymakers might also consider limits on certain 
deductions that significantly expand eligibility and ben-
efit levels for elderly and disabled households, such 
as out-of-pocket medical expenses and excess shelter 
deductions. Congress should consider reducing the 
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certification periods for households with elderly indi-
viduals to 12–18 months, especially when medical and 
shelter expenses are not fixed, and change the “pur-
chase and prepare” rule to assume all individuals in a 
household are part of a SNAP case unless they can 
document otherwise.

SNAP remains an important resource for many low- 
income households. However, efforts to control its 
long-term growth must confront the realities of popula-
tion aging and the past policy choices that today shape 
how elderly households increasingly qualify for and 
receive benefits.
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